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Abstract
My paintings and drawings use autobiography, fiction, and theatricality to examine
biracial-identity formation and the negotiation of different cultural ideologies. The
personification of these ideologies in narrative accounts pose questions to which the
characters must answer and respond. This leads to humorous, sad, problematic,
empowering, and chaotic compositions that become an intimate chronicle of my own
endeavor to find those “perfect” answers.
In my practice, painting and drawing are ways to explore a broad range of topics that
stem from personal and familial stories. Using allegorical personifications, symbols,
and metaphors derived from my family, I see the home as a stage for these characters
to live out their lives. Here, the characters are faced with different circumstances and
have to navigate them. The protagonist of these works is the two-headed
man/conjoined twin. Based on myself, this character embodies opposing ideologies
and is in a constant state of negotiation with himself.
Often faced up with issues of the “Model Minority” and The American Dream, these
characters perform their beliefs on a stage that fluctuates between psychological space
and reality.
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The Theater of Family
Identity formation is a complex process that can be shaped by various external
influences, however the family dynamic is the primary and central influence through
which one’s identity is formed. Parental figures not only serve as caretakers, but as
social and cultural educators. They teach their children to absorb the world through
personal fundamental values, attitudes, and beliefs. Through this lens, children first
learn to filter, interpret, reflect, and respond to their environments.
My life began at the junction of two cultures—my mother is Mexican American and
my father is Chinese Malaysian. Having been raised in Malaysia for 17 years, I quickly
became aware of how different my family was based on color, culture, and heritage. I
remember my first day of Chinese Kindergarten and not knowing any of the language.
I sat next to a boy who was reading through a coloring book with Mandarin
descriptors. As he was flipping through the pages, he pointed to an image of a
campfire and read "Huǒ" aloud. Finally recognizing a familiar image, I interjected,
pointing to the same image, and shouted "Fire!" He replied back repeating the same
word "Huǒ." I responded, "No! It's fire!" This altercation continued for a while until
he and his friends began to laugh and ignore me. Frustrated, I went back to sitting
quietly in my seat. This experience made me aware of my family's distinction from the
rest of our small town. Interactions like this lead me to ask larger questions about
biracial families and how we fit into society.
Narrative has proven to be one of the best ways for me to examine the complexities
inherent to my multicultural heritage. In my practice, storytelling is not utilized simply
for the sake of delivering a narrative, but as a catalyst for reflection. In this sense, I see
the home as a theater, providing stages upon which family members can become
allegorical actors and live out the comedy and drama of their lives. These characters
become multifaceted figures that allow me to explore biracial familial dynamics,
generational hierarchies, and tensions between cultural heritages. Furthermore, I can
explore circumstantial and contemporary issues through the dynamics that occur
internally, within the family, and externally, as the family navigates its interactions with
the rest of society. In finding my own grounds of identity, I see my own life as a

3

performance—one that I and my allegorical characters (that are derived from the
family) act out to position ourselves in relation to the rest of the world. Within my
own work, I am particularly interested in the role that satire and the absurd play
within the theater of the family. By making light of and ridiculing such narratives, I
find that it allows room for vulnerability about my own insecurities and struggles
while poking fun at them. Using humor in storytelling provides a distinct and relaxed
freedom to explore, highlight, and construct commentary on problematic scenarios,
tropes, events, and allegories.
In the drawing, Empty Labor to Prove My Love, 2016, the central image is a portrait of a
man with a metronome for a head. He is wearing a suit and sandals. In the middle
ground, a two-headed teenager is on the floor writing in a blank book. On the other
side, a bust of Beethoven is upside down and falling. In the background, the twoheaded boy is seated at a piano with an empty score sheet. The two heads seem to be
in negotiation. Stemming from the stereotypical trope of the successful Asian that
excels, I became interested in the different objects and symbols that can derive from
these experiences, in this particular case, the perceived success of playing the piano. In
this portrait, the metronome character serves to represent the Confucian values that
my family holds. Similar to a father figure, the metronome man is one that keeps track,
keeps discipline in the home, and makes sure everyone follows his pace.
This narrative strategy is in conversation with other contemporaries and predecessors
that use the reoccurring figure to navigate social issues through storytelling, such as
Trenton Doyle Handcock and Charlotte Salomon. Both artists utilize different
strategies of autobiographical storytelling to communicate their respective experiences.
On one hand, Handcock, a contemporary artist, employs fictive strategies that refer to
comic visual languages, using reoccurring characters (e.g., Torpedo Boy, the vegans,
or the mounds) to explore social and individual issues that he himself experiences.
Using humor, satire, and symbols, Handcock creates detailed myths that surround the
misadventures of Torpedo Boy. On the other hand, Salomon utilized direct
autobiographical storytelling to retell her familial history, internal life, love affairs and
political background.
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Similarly, in my own work, I jump between these two types of strategies. The
protagonist, two-headed man, is a metaphorical character that is in constant
negotiation between himself and the circumstance he is in. The scenarios he faces
often fluctuate between fictive circumstances or ones that are closer to reality. These
stories explore the individual character’s beliefs and how he might come to his own
conclusion.

Figure 1: Empty labor to prove my love, 2016
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Negotiating Tim and Timothy
In 1994, cultural theorist Stuart Hall published an article titled Cultural Identity and
Diaspora. In this article, Hall proposes two different principles of cultural identity
formation and evaluates how we are to understand them. The first principle is
described “in terms of one, shared culture, a sort of collective ‘one true self’, hiding
inside the many other, more superficial or artificially imposed ‘selves’, which people
with a shared history and ancestry hold in common” (Hall,1990). The second
principle of cultural identity is that, “...as well as the may points of similarity, there are
also critical points of deep and significant difference which constitute ‘what we really
are’; or rather - since history has intervened - ‘what we have become’; Cultural identity,
in this second sense, is a matter of ‘becoming’; as well as of ‘being’” (Hall, 1990).
Reviewing Hall’s description of the two different principles of cultural identity, I find
a fundamental parallel between these principles and the classifications of race. The
first principle’s traditional and linear view of cultural identity sits well with traditional
monoracial identity classifications. Whilst the second principle, a complex and
circumstantial formation of identity, sits closely to the ambiguous and individualistic
classification of multiracial individuals. Relating very closely to Hall’s second principle,
I often find myself struggling to identify more with one race than the other. I joke
about identifying with a specific race depending on the circumstance. However, it is
also common for an individual like myself to be confronted by monoracial individuals
who, for their own satisfaction, inquire about which race I identify with more.
While constantly negotiating these identity classifications, I am often confronted with
the question “Where is the Mexican-American side in your work?”. While my general
answer is that because I grew up in South East Asia, I tend to position my identity
towards the eastern side of the spectrum. The reality of the situation is that this
question often sits in the back of my mind with no substantial grounds for an answer.
In my internal dialogues, I sometimes find myself positioning my identity depending
on the circumstance and my values towards a specific subject. In the small drawing,
Are you a Mexican or Mexicant?, 2017, the image depicts a self-portrait confronted with
the question about my Mexican-American identity.
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Figure 2: Are you a Mexican or Mexicant?
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There is a lot of ambiguity to multiracial identity classification. Or perhaps a more
accurate statement is that the subject of multiracial identification is only ambiguous
within the monoracial classification construct that exists within society. The enforced
categorization of the multiracial presents perceptual challenges that are not commonly,
if ever, faced by individuals who can be clearly identified as “White”, “Black”,
“Latino,” “Asian,” and so on (Shih and Sanchez, 2005). In hindsight, I found similar
experiences of rigid identification systems of racial identities in Malaysia. There, racial
boundaries were applied as they relate to ancestry, religion, and customs.
Identification therefore was broken up into Malay, Chinese, Indian, or “other”—as a
catchall for citizens that did not fit into any of the previous three. In both Malaysia
and The United States, strict racial identification carries weighty historic connotations,
discrimination, bigotry, and inequality.
In my experience, selecting the right box for classification is only part of the struggle.
The other comes with the ideologies and histories of the polar identifying points, my
Chinese-Malaysian versus my Hispanic-American heritage. From a young age, I have
become accustomed to continuous negotiations of values and customs. While
growing up in Malaysia, I was made aware of the inconsistency of my physical
appearance with my family’s racial categorization. I claimed to be Chinese but looked
and sounded nothing like it. Additionally, I was made aware of my mother’s American
values that were not held by the rest of the community—foreign values such as
gender roles, religion, ideas of family, empathy, etc. Likewise, when I moved to the
United States, I realized how un-Hispanic or American I was. I soon realized how
closely I aligned with Confucian teachings of discipline and self-betterment,
conservative ideas on finances, on politics, on morals. As I try to understand my own
identity and position in the world as an adult, I often find myself engaged in internal
dialogue and negotiations of how I should approach different aspects of life. I often
question the requisites that are informing these polar points that lead to these internal
negotiations.
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Currently in my work, I am drawn to these internalized debates and to deciphering
techniques that allow me to visualize these negotiations through a graphic language.
For example, the metaphor of the two-headed character is a way to demonstrate a
constant state of debate and negotiation. The drawing Talking in circles, 2016 shows an
early rendition of the Chinese values—strict, skeptical, anxious, professional, and
success driven—while the other tends to be more liberal, empathetic, relaxed, playful,
and casual.

Figure 3: Talking in circles
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Model Minorities and The American Dream
Through ideologies of democracy, capitalism, pop culture, and mass media, the
sentiment of The American Dream lives on and is widely spread across the world.
Despite having grown up in Malaysia, the values that were celebrated in my family
were those affirmed by The American Dream. My parents constantly reinforced that
America was a beacon for prosperity and a place with minimal barriers where success
is earned solely by merit. I remember the last time I visited Malaysia, when talking
with some old family friends, I was asked if I would ever return back to my home
town. Hesitantly, I said “no”. They responded, "Shame lah, your family here. But
better you stay in the U.S. lah. You have more chance. Better life there."
Having lived in the United States for twelve years now, I recognize the constant drive
and exhausting search for success. I have begun to question my instilled idea of The
American Dream. In my search to understand this Dream, I stumbled upon the term
“model minority”. The term was first coined by William Pettersen in a 1966 New
York Times article titled, Success Story: Japanese American Style. He defined “model
minority” as a group that has achieved a higher degree of socioeconomic success
compared to other minority groups. In this article, Pettersen discusses the success of
the Japanese American community twenty years after the Japanese internment camps
during World War II. Pettersen points to their community’s strong work ethic and
tight familial values as key reasons for their success (and keeping them from
becoming a “problem minority”).
Throughout my investigation, I began to recognize how my own familial culture and
self-expectations uncannily aligned within the constructs of The American Dream.
However, I found myself conflicted by a lot of the statements and examples that refer
to the “model minority”—some of which I clearly disagreed with, while others related
closely to the ideologies that my family holds. From the various scenarios posed by
these articles, I identified and connected with particular instances that paralleled my
upbringing. For example, in an article published in U.S. News & World Report titled
Success Story of One Minority Group in U.S.:
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... the Chinese are good citizens. The parents always watch out for the
children and train them, send them to school and make sure they stay home
after school to study... A young Chinese doesn't have much chance to go out
on his own and get into trouble.

Figure 4: Blundering attempts at crisis resolution in hopes of saving face
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In addition to school and mandatory extracurricular activities, it was the norm to
attend tutoring sessions that could last until 10:00 at night. Somewhere in between, we
would find time for dinner and homework. While the time period, country, and
political circumstances described in this article are different, the logic and urgency for
success are similar to my own upbringing. Today, seeing examples like this has helped
me to form questions that continue to drive my work.
In my own practice, I draw inspiration from parallels such as these. The narratives I
fictionalize relate to the struggles to attain The American Dream and serve as points
of departure that provide context to the work. Often times, the characters are posed a
question or circumstance in which they need to respond to and negotiate. In the
example of Blundering attempts at Crisis Resolution in Hopes of Saving Face, 2017, the twoheaded individual are stacked on top of each other trying to solve an issue. All figures
are in some form of negotiation without any resolution. To imply the inexhaustible
search, my figures sit in this state of labor and negotiation between self or other
characters, to no end. The works do not imply a conclusion or a source, just states of
struggle.
Additionally, utilizing the structure of the article, I am interested in embedding my
own critiques, narratives, questions, and contradictions throughout the empty spaces
of the page, inevitably creating form through text. In reference to Meleko Mokgosi
and Raymond Pettibon as predecessors, I looked to found text in order to generate
the structures for the image. In the example of An insertion of the artist’s narrative set in
relation to a success story dated in 1966, I use the structure of the article “Success Story of
One Minority Group in U.S” as a ground for my own drawing. By applying my own
critiques, questions, and drawings on top of this article, I find this action as way to
digest and imbed self within this history. This action was also a way to directly
comment upon the complexity of the circumstance—relating to Chinese culture,
societal and familial expectations of people that fit within this categorization, racial
stereotypes, racism, my own personal history, and my family’s participation with these
ideas.
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Figure 5: An insertion of the artist’s narrative set in relation to a success story dated in 1966
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Line, Ornamentation and The Stage
The stage that these allegorical characters inhabit refers to the theatricality of
Giorgio de Chirico, Peter Greenaway, and Roy Andersson. It is a space that blurs the
internal-external lines between reality and the perceived world. In de Chirico’s
paintings, the disjointed space and dramatic lighting often refer to the artificiality of
the stage, creating a metaphysical dreamscape. Whenever I refer to de Chirico’s work,
I often think about an empty stage where a performance has or is yet to occur. This
space fluctuates between void and expansion, reality and fiction.
In Peter Greenaway and Roy Andersson films, I am interested in how these directors
position their narratives within the realm of stage and painting. For example, in the
film The Cook, The Thief, The Housewife, and His Lover, 1989, Greenaway places this
narrative within a stage-like world. Two major characteristics that emphasize the
theatricality in this film are the different backgrounds and lighting changes that
support various tones to the story and the camera angle that is positioned to the
vantage point of an audience. On the other hand, in Roy Andersson’s A Pigeon Sat on
a Branch Reflecting on Existence, 2014, the film refers to the theatricality that can occur in
painting. In most of the scenes within this film, the camera is positioned to a set
frame that does not move. The characters however move and interact within the
boundaries of this frame—similar to that of a painting or the stage.
I often try to deploy these strategies within my own work. In the 2017 painting, The
Expulsion, the two major characters, the man with the metronome and the woman in
the virgin icon painting replace the historic image of Adam and Eve. In place of God,
a bust of Beethoven that is being carried by three small figures condemns and bans
the two characters for their act. The characters fitting almost perfectly within the
boundaries of the rectangle is a metaphor for the performance on the stage. Both
Beethoven and the hand of God are cropped, almost accentuating the godlike status
that the character holds—too big to fit in the frame. The woman in the frame is
cropped as a symbol of leaving the stage. Additionally, the perspectival lines function
as both the wood floors of the stage, but also directional lines that emphasize the
wrath of Beethoven within the painting.
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Figure 6: The Expulsion

Additionally, the work references psychological ideas of space that impose themselves
upon the characters. Similar to Edward Gorey’s illustrations, my work plays on the
hierarchies of environment to figure and how the stage can impose an emotional state
upon the character. In Gorey’s illustrations, he uses the tension of overwhelmingly
obsessive line work in a space that takes up a majority of the image in relation to the
figure. This leaves characters emotionally crushed and anxiety stricken. Another
predecessor that utilizes this idea is Maurice Noble, a prolific animation production
designer, background artist, and layout designer. Revolutionizing the animation world,
he utilized ideas of forced perspectives, background color relationships to the
character, and dramatic line and form to match the intent and experience of the
cartoon character itself. As opposed to other classic animation, where lies a
disconnect between the flatness of the characters to the beautiful rendering of the
space. In the 1957 animation What’s Opera, Doc? where the background colors quickly
transition from sweet pinks and blues to ferocious crimson and deep purples.
Dramatic lighting and shadows emphasize the terror and booming strength of Elmer
Fudd as the Viking god, while the sharp directional lines impose themselves on Bugs
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Bunny, the victim of this wrath. Using tactics such as ornamentation, patterning,
obsessive line work, and dramatic color, I seek to explore these strategies to establish
an emotional tension between the characters and the space, one that blurs the line
between subjective experience and reality.

Figure 7: December 8, 1941

In addition to the character’s psychological environment, I’m interested in using
ornamentation as a way of making different cultural references. I insert ornamentation
as a way to contextualize the space the character inhabits, and to reference recalled
environments. In the painting December 8, 1941, 2017, I was thinking about the stories
my Chinese grandmother would tell me about World War II and the Japanese
invasion of Malaysia. The Japanese entered through Kota Bharu, Kelantan, our home
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town. I recall her telling me about how she and her neighbors hid from the soldiers.
They would hide in the forest, carve out the innards of banana trees, and hide inside
of them. In this painting, I’ve turned the Japanese Imperial flag into wall paper that
covers the space the figure inhabits. The floor tiles are similar to those in the home
my grandmother grew up in.
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Rules to the Characters: Symbols and Metaphor
Coming from a religious family and being raised in a very religious environment, I
grew up saturated with imagery filled with symbols and iconography. In addition to
digesting Catholic iconography, we frequented different Buddhist and Hindu temples
around the outskirts of our hometown. There, I recall seeing sequential images
(similar to the Stations of the Cross) of Prince Siddhartha’s path to nirvana. I now
realize I was then following a tradition of reading symbolic imagery where I was not
privy to understanding the text accompanying the image.
In addition to religious histories of iconography, I often think about symbols,
allegories and metaphors from Hieronymus Bosch, Pieter Bruegel, and Alejandro
Jadorowsky. In Bosch and Bruegel’s works, they each depict absurd, funny, horrific,
and satirical imagery to create commentary on societal and religious values. In that
same vein, Jadorowsky’s 1973 film Holy Mountain, deploys similar strategies as a means
of creating commentary. In an early scene of the film, we see the protagonist and his
companion walking through a large spectacle in an unnamed city. In this scene, a large
sum of bloody bodies are being hauled off in the bed of a lorry and a row of women
are ironing blood stained shirts while being watched over by military men with riffles.
At the same time, a street show is occurring, where lizards and frogs perform the
conquest of Mexico as a large crowd of locals and American-looking tourists cheer on.
The tourists, covered in Mexican memorabilia continue to demonstrate excitement
and pleasure in the suffering of the locals—having sex with the oppressing militia,
photographing the dead locals on the streets, filming the absurd spectacle from their
tour bus, etc. All these depictions are a pointed commentary on the domestic political
issues of Mexico and its relations to the USA.
Currently in my work, I am creating short graphic stories and portraits that explore an
individual character’s beliefs. By introducing iconographic symbols around these
characters, I am establishing the boundaries and rules of their beliefs, values, actions,
and personality. For example, one central reoccurring character is the woman wearing
the icon painting of the Virgin Mary. Loosely based on my mother, she looks to the
church and Mother Mary as her guide. Soft spoken and gentle, she is a loving
18

character but also carries a heavy burden. While she does not always agree with her
partner, the man with the metronome, she is faithful and follows him for the greater
good of the family.

Figure 8: Portrait of the devout

19

Another reoccurring character is the grandmother. She sits at the highest point of the
familial hierarchy. In the drawing Balancing Order Till the End of the Composition or Till the
Player Falls Off Her Chair, 2016, I was interested in the pressure that this figure places
has on the Metronome man. In this particular image, I was thinking about the
interdependent relationship between the two characters. He is obligated to carry the
weight of his family history and the grandmother’s well being while potentially
neglecting other issues around him.

Figure 9: Balancing order till the end of the composition or till the player falls off her chair
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